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Abstract 
Athlete burnout is a negative syndrome of concern for the psychological well-being of 
participants. Based on the framework of self-determination theory, coach behaviors play an 
important role in an athlete’s propensity for burnout through their influence on basic 
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which result in variation in 
motivation. The purpose of this study was to investigate what bivariate associations exist 
between athletes’ perceptions of their coach’s leadership behaviors, dimensions of athlete 
burnout, and psychological need satisfaction and thwarting, and to determine whether  
psychological needs variables mediate the relationships among leadership styles and burnout 
scores. Significant associations were observed among autocratic leadership, need thwarting 
variables (autonomy and competence) and burnout, as well as among democratic leadership, 
need satisfaction (autonomy) and thwarting variables and burnout. Autonomy satisfaction and 
need thwarting variables were significant predictors of burnout, and found to partially mediate 
relationships among democratic behaviors and burnout, and fully mediation relationships among 
autocratic behaviors and burnout. Findings strengthen the role of psychological needs in self-
determination theory explanations of coach leadership-athlete burnout relationships, and the 
potential for future research regarding mediation via psychological need satisfaction and 
thwarting. The current study results suggest coach behaviors should be modified to avoid 
frustration of, and facilitate satisfaction of psychological needs. 
  
COACH LEADERSHIP BEHAVIORS, BASIC NEEDS & ATHLETE BURNOUT  4 
Chapter 1 
Physical activity, particularly in the context of team and individual sports, may contribute 
positively to one’s development and well-being, but when high demands placed on athletes are 
unmet, these activities can become problematic rather than beneficial (Pacewicz, Mellano and 
Smith 2019). One such negative consequence of intensive demands in sport is athlete burnout. 
Burnout is a multi-dimensional negative experiential syndrome that was first observed in the 
workplace (Maslach, Jackson, and Leiter 1997) and has been adapted for the sport context. 
Athlete burnout is characterized by three central symptoms (or dimensions): emotional and 
physical exhaustion (mental and physical fatigue), a reduced sense of accomplishment (negative 
perceptions of sport performance), and devaluation of the sport (detached or negative attitudes 
regarding the activity) (Raedeke and Smith 2001; Pacewicz, Mellano and Smith 2018). The 
psychosocial ill-being associated with burnout has caused concern for the overall wellness of 
competitive sport participants (Gould 1996). Burnout has recently been identified as an 
occupational phenomenon of health concern in the work place (“Burnout an occupational 
phenomenon,” 2019) and is a concern in the sport context as well. The syndrome has been shown 
to be positively associated with negative cognitive and affective outcomes, such as depression, 
behavioral and motivational outcomes such as social difficulties, decreased performance, and 
dropout, and somatic outcomes such as diminished immune and reproductive functions and 
increased risk of cardiovascular disease (Cresswell and Eklund 2005, Li et al. 2013, Melamed et 
al. 2006). The negative outcomes related to burnout pose a threat to the athletic success and 
overall wellness of athletes, as well as the organizations and individuals who are invested in their 
success (Gustafsson et al. 2017). Therefore, identifying antecedents of athlete burnout and 
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gaining a more comprehensive and directional understanding of their relationships with this 
maladaptive sport-based syndrome is a valuable venture. 
Burnout perceptions are associated with environmental factors such as social support and 
relatedness with teammates; negative associations have been found between social support and 
burnout and between relatedness and burnout dimensions, while negative social interactions have 
demonstrated positive associations with burnout (Eklund & DeFreese 2015; Pacewicz, Mellano, 
and Smith 2018). These experiences may be perceived from an athlete’s interactions with any of 
the significant individuals in his or her environment, including parents, teammates, and coaches. 
Specifically, athletes’ perceptions of their relationship with perceived support from teammates 
and coaches (the focus of the current study) have been found to be particularly relevant to athlete 
burnout experiences (Pacewicz, Mellano, and Smith 2018). 
According to self-determination theory, which has offered useful and widely-accepted 
explanations of burnout, social environments affect athletes’ motivation for participating in the 
activity of interest. Thus, social environments impact an athlete’s propensity for experiencing 
burnout through the quality of his or her motivation (Cresswell & Eklund 2005). Self-
determination theory is a concept of motivation which posits that the degree to which one’s 
motivation emanates from the self or is internalized depends on the degree to which three 
essential psychological needs are satisfied: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan & 
Deci 2000). These needs may be satisfied or thwarted in certain social contexts like sports. 
Conditions within these contexts may facilitate the satisfaction of basic needs, leading to growth 
and well-being (Gunnell et al. 2013; Bartholomew et al. 2011). Satisfaction of the three basic 
psychological needs is related to motivation that is more self-determined and consequently, 
lower burnout scores (DeFreese & Eklund 2018). Conversely, social contexts may thwart basic 
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needs, leading to fragmentation and ill-being (Gunnell et al. 2013; Bartholomew et al. 2011). 
Different from simply a lack of satisfaction, thwarting refers to active frustration of basic needs 
(Bartholomew et al. 2011). Need thwarting is hypothesized to associate with less self-determined 
motivation and higher burnout perceptions (DeFreese & Eklund 2018). 
One salient environmental factor in athletes’ psychological need satisfaction is their 
perceptions of coach behaviors. Investigations of the relationship between coach leadership and 
athlete burnout have demonstrated negative associations between more controlling interpersonal 
styles and the need for autonomy, and positive associations between autonomy-supportive 
interpersonal styles and the needs for autonomy and competence (Isoard-Gautheur et al. 2013; 
Alvarez, Castillo, and Moreno 2019).  Isoard-Gautheur, Guillet-Descas, and Lemyre (2013) 
found that additional variables acted in the relationship between athletes’ perceptions of their 
coach and burnout: motivational types and basic psychological need satisfaction. The potential 
mediation of basic psychological needs in relationships between environmental factors and 
burnout has not been thoroughly explored in athlete populations. Further investigation, as well as 
replication of existing studies, is necessary to support the role of basic needs as mediators 
between coach leadership and athlete burnout.  
The current study further examined the potential mediation of basic needs in the 
relationship between athletes’ perceptions of coach leadership styles and burnout. Coaches’ 
interpersonal styles have typically been examined using two constructs: autonomy-supportive 
and controlling styles. However, few studies have examined the utility of autocratic and 
democratic styles, which are measured in Chelladurai’s Leadership in Sport Scale (Chiu, 
Rodrigues, and Won 2016). This set of interpersonal styles merits further investigation as a 
potential addition to understanding the leadership-burnout relationship within the motivational 
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framework of SDT. As previously described, independent relationships between three sets of 
variables have been explored: coach leadership and burnout, leadership styles and the fulfillment 
of basic psychological needs, and need fulfillment and burnout. The study aimed to provide 
additional data to strengthen the theoretical basis of these relationships and add to existing 
literature, as well as to inform future research.  
The overarching purpose of this study was to understand whether basic psychological 
needs mediate relationships between coaching behaviors and burnout in club-level American 
collegiate athletes. To accomplish this, a series of individual research questions were addressed:  
1. What are the associations among coach leadership behaviors and the satisfaction and 
thwarting of needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness? 
a. Autocratic leadership will be negatively associated with the satisfaction of the 
three psychological needs. 
b. Autocratic leadership will be positively associated with the thwarting of the three 
psychological needs. 
c. Democratic leadership will be positively associated with the satisfaction of the 
three psychological needs. 
d. Democratic leadership will be negatively associated with the thwarting of the 
three psychological needs. 
2. What is the association between coach leadership behaviors and burnout scores?  
a. Autocratic leadership will be positively associated with burnout scores. 
b. Democratic leadership will be negatively associated with burnout scores. 
3. What are the associations among satisfaction and thwarting of the three needs and 
burnout variables? 
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a. Satisfaction of the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
will be negatively associated with all burnout variables. 
b. Thwarting of the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
will be positively associated with all burnout variables. 
4. Do the satisfaction and thwarting of basic psychological needs mediate the associations 
among leadership styles and burnout scores? 
a. Satisfaction of basic psychological needs will fully mediate the relationships 
between autocratic leadership and burnout and democratic leadership and burnout. 
b. Thwarting of basic psychological needs will fully mediate the relationships 
between autocratic leadership and burnout and democratic leadership and burnout. 
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Chapter 2 
Athlete Burnout 
Athlete burnout is a negative experiential syndrome characterized by the dimensions of 
mental and physical exhaustion, reduced feelings of accomplishment, and devaluation of the 
sport (Raedeke 1997). Exhaustion describes decreases in psychological and physical energy and 
effort in response to intense training or competitive demands (Raedeke & Smith 2001). Athletes 
also experience a decreased sense of success in their skills and abilities to perform (Raedeke & 
Smith 2001). Finally, devaluation describes negative attitudes toward the sport, involvement in 
the sport, and performance (Raedeke 1997). Though we do not necessarily know the exact 
prevalence of burnout in athlete populations, there is evidence that up to ten percent of athletes 
may experience burnout (Gustafsson et al. 1993; Tenza et al. 2018; Madigan et al. 2019). 
Relatively few athletes report burnout, but for those who do, it is a significant experience. The 
negative outcomes that have been found to correlate with higher burnout scores are a concern for 
parents, coaches, athletes, and sporting organizations alike; these outcomes include amotivation, 
psychological withdrawal, and potentially dropout (Gould, Udry, Tuffy, and Loehr 1996), as 
well as emotional outcomes like depression (Glass 1993) and anxiety (Schonfeld, Verkuilen, and 
Bianchi 2019).  
Beginning in the 1980’s, athlete burnout has been studied as a multidimensional 
syndrome resulting from multiple external conditions. Smith (1986) conceptualized burnout as 
relating to chronic personal stress in the sport environment that the individual is unable to cope 
with effectively. Researchers have moved beyond explaining burnout as solely resulting from 
stress. Schmidt and Stein (1991) considered why athletes engage in sport, contrasting those who 
desire to participate with those who feel they must participate because of their investment in the 
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sport and other social pressures; those who genuinely want to be involved are less prone to 
experience burnout. Coakley (1992) posed stress as a symptom, rather than a cause of burnout 
(Black & Smith 2007). According to this theory, the social organization of sport and failure to 
develop a personal identity distinct from one’s role in the sport result in feelings of entrapment 
and burnout symptoms (Gustafsson, DeFreese, and Madigan 2017). In their conceptualizations of 
burnout, these authors consider how athletes’ perceptions of environmental and situational 
conditions result in psychological, physical, and behavioral responses. One key consideration 
relative to both social factors and athletes’ abilities to cope with stress is their motivation to 
engage in the sport. Social environments affect individuals’ motivation, and theories of burnout 
acknowledge the importance of both motivation and social factors to athlete burnout 
development. Thus, factors that may expose athletes to greater risk or protect against stress and 
motivational problems, at the individual and organizational levels, are important in 
understanding the syndrome (Madigan et al. 2019). 
Raedeke and Smith tested the motivationally-grounded three-dimensional definition of 
athlete burnout put forward by Raedeke (1997) that characterizes the syndrome by three central 
symptoms: mental and physical exhaustion, a decreased sense of accomplishment in the sport, 
and devaluation of the sport. This concept was tested in the first of a series of three studies by 
Raedeke and Smith that observed burnout and other psychological variables in adolescent USA 
swimmers. They found that this conceptualization of athlete burnout was a psychometrically 
sound measure; the construct was found to be internally consistent and demonstrated content and 
factorial validity in their measurement, called the Athlete Burnout Questionnaire (Raedeke & 
Smith 2001). This definition and questionnaire are commonly used by researchers in the sport 
psychology field. For the purpose of the present study, athlete burnout was understood using this 
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conceptualization of burnout as a negative motivational outcome of environmental pressures 
acting upon the athlete. These ideas are germane to aforementioned burnout theories reviewed 
herein as well as the theory which specifically frames the current study, self-determination 
theory. 
Self-Determination Theory 
Burnout has been explained by multiple theoretical perspectives, but recent literature 
generally agrees on the motivational basis of the syndrome; motivation refers to the direction and 
intensity of one’s effort (Sage 1977). Raedeke and Smith found that burnout was related to the 
degree to which motivation was self-originating, associating positively with amotivation and 
negatively with intrinsic motivation (Raedeke & Smith 2001). Amotivation and intrinsic 
motivation represent opposite ends of a continuum of motivation; these two forms of motivation 
associate significantly with burnout, while the intermediary extrinsic forms of motivation have 
not significantly associated over time (Raedeke & Smith 2001; Cresswell & Eklund 2005). 
Burnout is linked to the positive and negative extremes of motivational quality, which supports 
the association between motivation and athlete burnout. 
Self-determination theory, developed by Ryan and Deci, has demonstrated utility in 
explaining motivational outcomes like burnout (Cresswell & Eklund 2005). This framework 
posits that all humans are innately motivated to pursue psychological growth, integrity, and well-
being. Optimal functioning, which is characterized by outcomes such as personality integration, 
motivation, and social engagement, differs from positive mood or feelings of happiness, being a 
more comprehensive state. This typically results from attaining meaningful connections with 
other humans, personal development, and contributing to one’s surroundings (Ryan & Deci 
2000a). These pursuits align with the three central nutriments that Ryan and Deci identified as 
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necessary for full functioning: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Though these basic 
psychological needs are few in number, they are meant to be applicable more generally, spanning 
multiple spheres of experience, and ensuring that each value is, in fact, necessary for human 
well-being (Ryan & Deci 2000a).  
People pursue goals that support need satisfaction, so the fulfillment of these needs 
determines one’s efforts toward those goals in authentic interest and enjoyment (Deci & Ryan 
2000). Self-determined motivation describes the extent to which one’s behavior emanates from 
the self, or is regulated by processes that are in alignment with their sense of self (Deci & Ryan 
1985). Variation in self-determination has been found to result in differing levels of interest and 
confidence in the activity of interest, and consequently, differing performance, self-esteem, 
adherence, and overall well-being (Deci & Ryan 2000). Completely authentic or self-endorsed 
motivation, called intrinsic motivation, is an active engagement with activities that interest the 
individual and provide opportunity to exert one’s abilities, learn, and develop, even without 
certain rewards (Deci & Ryan 2000). Intrinsic motivation has been found to lead to enhanced 
performance and greater satisfaction in experiences, while engagement that is low in self-
determination results in negative outcomes such as burnout (Cresswell & Eklund 2005), 
decreased performance, and satisfaction; burnout is more likely to develop in athletes who report 
high levels of amotivation and externally controlled regulations (Li et al. 2013; Cresswell & 
Eklund 2005). The most self-determined form of motivation, intrinsic motivation, is facilitated 
by certain environmental conditions and suppressed by others; Ryan and Deci focused their 
exploration of intrinsic motivation on such conditions and found that people are more or less 
motivated to engage in activities to the degree that their needs are satisfied through them (Deci & 
Ryan 2000). Experiences that satisfy the three basic psychological needs facilitate intrinsic 
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motivation and internalization and identification of external regulatory forces (Ryan & Deci 
2000a).  
Forces acting upon individuals result in extrinsic motivation, meaning the individual acts 
to achieve an external outcome. Self-determination theory posits that extrinsic motivation varies 
in the degree to which the value of the activity has been internalized by the individual and results 
in regulation of the activity from oneself (Ryan & Deci 2000a). Internalizing values and 
identifying with the importance of externally regulated behaviors are an essential part of 
psychological integrity (Deci & Ryan 2000). The least autonomous behaviors are externally 
regulated, meaning they have an external cause related to reward. Introjected regulation 
describes partial internalization in which a person tries to attain the reward of avoiding negative 
or attaining positive feelings of self-worth. Identified and integrated regulation are the adoption 
of behaviors as personally valuable and, in the case of integrated regulation, part of one’s 
individual values and identity (Ryan & Deci 2000a). Complete failure to internalize and integrate 
results in amotivation, which describes a complete lack of desire to participate in the behavior at 
hand because one does not value or feel capable of accomplishing the task. More externally 
regulated behaviors, which are perceived as being controlled by eternal forces outside of the self, 
(Deci & Ryan 2000), result in negative outcomes such as decreased interest, poor coping skills, 
and lower effort expended (Ryan & Connell 1989). The different forces that cause people to act 
are placed, within self-determination theory, on a continuum, in which each type of motivation 
has particular outcomes in learning, performance, personal experience, and well-being (Ryan & 
Deci 2000a). Changes in motivation quality are reliable predictors of burnout in athletes over 
time; as motivation becomes less self-determined, individuals are more likely to experience 
burnout (Lemyre et al. 2006). Such variation in the self-determination of motivation results from 
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social events and structures that facilitate feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness 
(Ryan & Deci 2000a). 
 
Fulfillment of basic psychological needs leads to the pursuit of growth and a sense of 
meaningfulness and self-esteem for the individual (Amorose, Anderson-Butcher and Cooper 
2009), which are indicators of well-being that result in positive outcomes like vitality and self-
actualization. Considering the impact of psychological needs on motivation and well-being, as 
outlined in Figure 1, the importance of understanding how external social factors affect their 
satisfaction becomes apparent. Environmental factors that give an athlete the sense that they are 
able to make decisions and act independently, and are the locus of causality in engaging in 
behaviors, support the need for autonomy. Feelings of autonomy are not sufficient for growth 
and well-being, but must be supplemented by feelings of competence (Ryan & Deci 2000a). 
Social environments that contribute to the perception that one is effective in accomplishing 
desired outcomes, such as positive performance feedback, are conducive toward satisfaction of 
Figure 1. Self-determination theory, coach leadership behaviors, and athlete burnout 
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the psychological need for competence (Ryan & Deci 2000a). Finally, intrinsic motivation is 
facilitated in conjunction with competence and autonomy by a sense of security in one’s social 
environments (Ryan & Deci 2000a). This sense of relatedness is typically fulfilled by 
environments that encourage feelings of belonging and connectedness with others who hold 
significant places in the individual’s life. These three psychological needs are facilitated by 
social environments and catalyze intrinsic motivation relative to how completely they are 
satisfied (Ryan & Deci 2000b). 
Cumulatively, satisfaction of basic psychological needs results in more adaptive forms of 
motivation (Balaguer et al. 2012), which are more self-determined according to current theory. 
Further, environments that actively frustrate or thwart the fulfillment of these three basic needs 
are indicative of less self-determined motivation and consequently, negative outcomes such as 
burnout (Balaguer et al. 2012; Gonzales et al. 2016). Need satisfaction and thwarting are 
commonly measured using self-report questionnaires called the Basic Need Satisfaction in Sport 
Scale (Lonsdale & Hodge 2011) and Psychological Need Thwarting Scale (Bartholomew, 
Ntoumanis, Ryan, and Thogersen-Ntoumani 2011). In the sport environment, external forces 
such as coach behaviors may contribute to the satisfaction or thwarting of basic needs, resulting 
in varying degrees of self-determined motivation, which in turn may result in greater or lesser 
perceptions of burnout dimensions in athletes (Amorose, Anderson-Butcher and Cooper 2009). 
Athlete Perceptions of Coach Behaviors and Athlete Burnout 
There are many salient factors in social environments, including physical, logistical, 
interpersonal, and psychological factors, which may affect need satisfaction and thwarting and 
result in psychological and motivational outcomes (Pacewics, Mellano and Smith 2018). Social 
support, especially negative social interactions, and the quality of the coach-athlete relationship, 
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are particularly salient (Gustafsson, DeFreese and Madigan 2017). Coaches’ interpersonal 
behaviors are one of the most influential variables in the athlete’s environment (Mageau and 
Vallerand 2003). The coach-athlete relationship, which is defined as the mutual and casual 
interconnection of the emotions, thoughts, and behaviors of both coach and athlete (Jowett and 
Ntoumanis 2004), is related to psychological and motivational outcomes like burnout and sport 
engagement (DeFreese and Smith 2014). Coaching behaviors, specifically those that encourage 
learning and effort, have been found to associate with athlete engagement, a positive 
motivational outcome (Curran, Hill, Hall, and Jowett 2015). Athletes’ perceptions of closeness, 
commitment, and complementarity in their relationship with their coach positively predict 
engagement in the sport (McGee and DeFreese 2019). Conversely, the negative psychological 
and motivational outcome of burnout was significantly and negatively related to athletes’ 
perceptions of closeness with their coaches, particularly the dimensions of emotional and 
physical exhaustion and reduced sense of accomplishment (McGee and DeFreese 2019). The 
behaviors of coaches may result in positive or negative psychological and motivational 
outcomes, and thus are important factors to evaluate in the study of burnout.  
As demonstrated by extant literature, coach behaviors are important actors in the 
motivation and well-being of athletes. Researchers have built upon on Vallerand’s 1997 model of 
motivation in which autonomy-supportive behaviors result in more self-determined motivation 
(Vallerand, Fortier, and Guay 1997; Pelletier et. al 2001; Mageau & Vallerand 2003), supporting 
the positive predictive relationship between autonomy support from coaches and motivation. 
Literature exploring need satisfaction gives particular attention to the need for autonomy because 
autonomy is most strongly predicted by leadership behaviors (Amorose & Anderson-Butcher 
2007) and predictive of motivational outcomes (Hollembeak & Amorose 2005; DeFreese & 
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Eklund 2018). Thus, discussions of athletes’ perceptions of coaches’ interpersonal behaviors are 
typically classified as autonomy-supportive or controlling.  
Events and behaviors are described as autonomy-supportive when they encourage the 
individual to make their own choices. These behaviors, which are essential for nurturing intrinsic 
motivation in athletes, include the following: providing a rationale for tasks and limits, 
acknowledging the other person’s feelings and perspectives, providing athletes with 
opportunities for initiative-taking and independent work, providing non-controlling competence 
feedback, and avoiding controlling behaviors (Mageau & Vallerand 2003). Behaviors are 
considered controlling when they are perceived as pushing the individual to make certain choices 
in response to external forces (Deci & Ryan 1987). Controlling behaviors shift an athlete’s 
perceived locus of causality from within themselves to external forces, including direct control in 
decisions, controlling speech, or explicit rewards (Mageau & Vallerand 2003). Though there 
may be variation based on the type of activity and how rewards are presented (Amorose & Horn 
2000), rewards may be perceived as controlling by the recipient (i.e. the athlete). Ryan and Deci 
theorize that this is the case because rewards undermine the sense of self-origin, while events 
that provide opportunities for independent choices to be made, as well as positive competence 
feedback, facilitate one’s sense of autonomy (Deci & Ryan 1987).  
The associations between coaching styles and motivation were explored by Gillet and 
colleagues, who tested a model of motivation based on the coach-athlete relationship. Athletes 
reported perceptions of autonomy support from their coaches, motivation toward the sport (two 
types of intrinsic motivation, identified regulation, introjected regulation, external regulation, and 
amotivation), situational motivation for a specific competition, and sport performance based on 
competition statistics (Gillet et. al 2010). Similar to Amorose and Anderson-Butcher’s findings 
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in high school and collegiate athletes (Amorose & Anderson-Butcher 2007), coaches’ autonomy 
support positively associated with self-determined motivation toward the sport, which was 
predictive of higher sport performance (Gillet et al. 2010).  
Some authors, like Vallerand, have considered coach behaviors as interpersonal styles, 
while others have described these behaviors as leadership styles. The present study took a 
broader view than autonomy-support alone, considering multiple needs; this may align with a 
more complete view of coaches’ behaviors, which act on more than the need for autonomy. An 
alternative construct of coaches’ behaviors considers democratic and autocratic leadership styles. 
Democratic leadership refers to behaviors that allow greater participation by athletes in decisions 
pertaining to the goals, practice methods, and strategies of the group. Autocratic leadership 
describes behaviors that involve independent decision-making by the coach and emphasize his or 
her personal authority in the group. These leadership styles are measured using Chelladurai’s 
Leadership Scale for Sport (LSS), which measures athletes’ perceptions of multiple coach 
leadership behaviors, including subscales for autocratic and democratic behavior (Chiu, 
Rodrigues, and Won 2016). 
There are multiple ways to measure coach leadership, but patterns appear across studies 
in the relationships between coach behaviors and motivational outcomes despite the multiplicity 
of conceptualizations. In their 2000 study, Amorose and Horn found that high intrinsic 
motivation was associated with perceptions of frequent positive and informational feedback and 
infrequent punishment and ignoring (Amorose & Horn 2000). For these athletes, lower 
perceptions of autocratic behaviors and higher scores for democratic behaviors were predictive 
of higher intrinsic motivation on almost all of the intrinsic motivation subscales, supporting their 
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hypothesis that more democratic coach leadership would result in higher intrinsic motivation 
than more authoritarian, or autocratic, leadership styles (Amorose & Horn 2000).  
Positive motivational outcomes such as more self-determined motivation and engagement 
are predicted, according to self-determination theory, by the satisfaction of basic psychological 
needs. Conversely, negative motivational outcomes like burnout are predicted by thwarting of 
psychological needs (Bartholomew et al. 2011), which may be accompanied by decreased 
competitive performance, social and emotional deficits, or completely ceasing participation 
(Cresswell and Eklund 2005). While burnout and engagement may not be conceptually opposite 
constructs, they are inversely correlated chronic motivational states that represent the positive 
and negative motivational results of basic needs (DeFreese & Smith 2013). Specific to the sport 
context, active frustration of needs has been found to associate positively not only with burnout, 
but also with negative behavioral outcomes like disordered eating and negative emotional states 
like depression and general negative affect, while satisfaction of needs has predicted vitality, or 
well-being (Bartholomew et. al 2011). Thus, the importance of studies that have investigated the 
impact of coaches’ interpersonal styles on athletes’ need satisfaction and well-being is evident.  
Relationships among coach leadership, psychological need satisfaction, and burnout have 
been evaluated based on self-determination theory by many researchers. Controlling leadership 
styles in coaches have been found to be negatively associated with the satisfaction of the needs 
for autonomy and competence (Sari, Soyer, and Yitiger 2012), while autonomy-supporting styles 
have positively associated with the satisfaction of autonomy and competence needs (Isoard-
Gautheur et al. 2012). Of the leadership behaviors measured by the LSS (training and instruction, 
positive feedback, social support, autocratic and democratic behavior), each positively predicted 
psychological need satisfaction. Autocratic and democratic behaviors showed the strongest 
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associations with each need, most significantly autonomy (Hollembeak & Amorose 2005); 
athletes’ perceptions of autocratic coach behaviors were negatively associated with satisfaction 
of the needs for competence and autonomy, while positive feedback was positively associated 
with satisfaction of the needs for relatedness and competence (Sari, Soyer, and Yitiger 2012).   
Regardless of which aspects of coaching styles are measured, it is evident that significant 
associations exist between various styles of coach leadership and psychological need satisfaction, 
as well as coach leadership and motivation. However, there is little work available to explain the 
intricacies and potential directional relationships among these variables. Preliminary exploration 
has been done by Londsdale and Hodge (2011), who tested the directional relationship between 
motivational quality and burnout and found that this relationship varied over time depending on 
the motivational type. The study did not support a reciprocal relationship between changes in 
burnout and motivational quality, and did not study any other constructs of SDT like 
psychological needs. Londsdale and Hodge suggested that it is necessary to discuss the origins of 
maladaptive motivational forms, namely basic needs, that precede burnout in order to understand 
such associations (Londsdale & Hodge 2011). The relationship between coach leadership and 
basic needs is important because of the associations between need satisfaction and motivational 
outcomes like burnout; thus, understanding how the social environment of an athlete facilitates 
or thwarts need satisfaction offers insight into how the environment affects burnout propensity 
for the athlete. 
Studies which Directly Inform the Current Work 
Cumulatively, relationships among perceptions of social environmental factors, basic 
psychological needs, and psychological outcomes such as burnout have been explored in 
different contexts such as professional dance instruction (Quested & Duda 2011), and youth 
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sport (Isoard-Gautheur, Guillet-Descas, and Lemyre 2013; Jowett et al. 2016). Hollembeak and 
Amorose (2005) tested relationships among perceived coach leadership, the three psychological 
needs, and intrinsic motivation, which is motivationally opposite to burnout. Data analysis of this 
collegiate athlete population revealed that a mediation model was a better fit for the data than a 
model in which coaching behaviors had indirect and direct effects on motivation. While the 
findings of this study are not widely generalizable, as only one university was sampled, and only 
one form of motivation was measured, the results demonstrated the need for further exploration 
of basic psychological needs as potential mediators in relationships between social 
environmental factors and motivational outcomes such as burnout (Hollembeak & Amorose 
2005). Need satisfaction has explained relationships between personality characteristics and 
sport engagement (Jowett et al. 2016), as well as between types of passion and burnout (Curran 
et al. 2012), and has been specifically explored as mediating relationships among coach 
leadership styles and burnout.  
The effects of coaches’ behaviors on athletes’ motivational outcomes were tested in a 
cross-sectional study by Amorose and Anderson-Butcher (2007), which found that psychological 
needs mediated these relationships. Focusing on athlete perceptions of coaching styles, rather 
than the specific behaviors of the coach, the Sport Climate Questionnaire was employed to 
measure coach leadership in 581 high school and college athletes. Psychological needs were 
measured using three separate scales evaluated previously by Hollembeak and Amorose, which 
described how the athlete felt about their ability in the sport (competence), the amount of choice 
or control they perceived in their participation (autonomy), and the extent to which ten adjectives 
described their feelings of relatedness in the context. Each need positively predicted motivational 
orientations, which were measured using the Sport Motivation Scale, a 28-item scale measuring 
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amotivation, three types of extrinsic motivation, and three types of intrinsic motivation by a 7-
point Likert scale. The three psychological needs mediated the relationship between autonomy-
supportive coaching behavior and self-determined motivation (Amorose & Anderson-Butcher 
2007). Athletes’ perceptions of coach behavior positively predicted both need satisfaction and 
the degree to which motivation was self-determined. Direct and indirect effects, as Hollembeak 
and Amorose found (2005), were less effective in explaining the relationships among coach 
behavior, needs, and motivational outcomes than a mediation model. Considering what is known 
about the negative association between self-determined motivation and burnout, these results 
resemble relationships observed between coach behaviors and burnout. 
Such relationships were explored by Isoard-Gautheur, Guillet-Descas, and Lemyre, who 
tested whether need satisfaction and motivational types were mediating variables in the 
relationships among 309 high-level high school handball players’ perceptions of coach 
leadership styles and burnout propensity. The athletes answered questionnaires to measure these 
relationships at two time points, during the lighter training period and more intense training 
period of the season. Perceived coaching style was measured using a French adaption of the 
Interpersonal Behavior scale, which uses four items to measure autonomy-supportive behaviors, 
and four to measure controlling styles. Needs were accounted for using three separate measures: 
competence was reported in four items of the Perceived Competence in Life Domains Scale, 
autonomy in three items of the Perceived Autonomy Toward Life Domains Scale, and 
relatedness in four items of the Feelings of Relatedness Scale. Burnout dimensions were 
measured separately using a French version of the ABQ, and the data showed that burnout 
experiences increased over the season for each dimension as well as the global burnout variable.  
The dimension of exhaustion was negatively predicted by controlling coach behaviors and 
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identified regulation, and positively predicted by relatedness, and reduced accomplishment was 
negatively predicted by identified regulation (Isoard-Gautheur et al. 2012). Coaching behaviors 
perceived as controlling negatively associated with autonomy satisfaction, while autonomy-
supportive behaviors positively associated with autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Each 
need positively associated with self-determined motivation, and autonomy specifically associated 
negatively with external regulation and amotivation. Surprisingly, competence was found to also 
positively associate with motivation lower in self-determination (external and introjected 
regulation), though the authors attribute this unexpected result to the measure of external 
regulation and the external comparison of competence with other athletes. Mediation between 
coach behaviors and burnout by psychological needs and motivation was supported by this study. 
Autonomy and competence needs, as well as intrinsic motivation to know and accomplish and 
identified regulation, mediated partially in this relationship. No other significant mediation was 
observed among the measured relationships, but the general mediating role of motivation and 
basic needs was supported. Isoard-Gautheur, Guillet-Descas, and Lemyre noted that these 
relationships should be explored in other sports, because the role of coaches in this study was 
specific to the structure of handball and may differ in other sport contexts (Isoard-Gautheur et al. 
2012). 
Another sport context, youth soccer, was observed to test the mediating role of 
psychological needs in the relationship between changes in perceptions of coach behaviors and 
psychological outcomes (Balaguer et al. 2012). Also measured at two time-points, 725 youth 
soccer players reported perceptions of coaches’ interpersonal styles using Spanish versions of the 
Sport Climate Questionnaire and Controlling Coach Behaviors Scale. Need satisfaction and 
thwarting were measured using Spanish versions of the Psychological Need Thwarting Scale and 
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a set of subscales for satisfaction of each need. Vitality and burnout dimensions were measured 
using Spanish versions of the Subjective Vitality Scale and ABQ. It was found that autonomy-
supportive behaviors positively associated with need satisfaction, which associated positively 
with vitality and negatively with burnout. Low reports of autonomy-supportive behaviors and 
higher reports of controlling behaviors were each predictive of need thwarting, which positively 
associated with higher global burnout scores. In summary, coaching behaviors that were less 
controlling and more autonomy-supporting led to positive psychological outcomes associated 
with well-being: lower burnout and higher vitality scores. The relationships among the social 
environmental factors of coach leadership and motivational outcomes were best explained by the 
satisfaction and thwarting of psychological needs as mediators (Balaguer et al. 2012).  
Knowledge Gap for Current Study 
Balaguer sampled youth athletes, as have many studies of burnout and coach leadership 
(Gonzales et al. 2016), though different measures were used to test perceptions of coach 
leadership, needs, and burnout and vitality. Researchers have found significant associations 
among coaches’ interpersonal behaviors and basic psychological needs, as well as between needs 
and burnout, using a myriad of measures for each variable (Figure 1). These studies are among 
relatively few that have investigated the mediating role of basic needs specific to relationships 
among perceived coach leadership styles and burnout. Mediation refers to the role of a variable 
that is predicted by a variable (X) and predicts a third variable (Y), thus affecting the relationship 
between variables X and Y (Mackinnon, Fairchild, and Fritz 2007). It is evident that behaviors 
that fail to satisfy or thwart psychological needs predict less self-determined motivation and 
psychological outcomes like burnout, and that autonomy-supportive behaviors are more likely to 
satisfy psychological needs than more controlling behaviors. Though the literature available at 
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present suggests the potential utility of a mediation model, it is limited in explaining the 
centrality of needs in the coach leadership-athlete burnout relationship across a multitude of 
sport contexts.  
To add to this body of literature, it is necessary to standardize the conceptualizations of 
variables. The current variation across studies poses a challenge to generalizing results because 
constructs are measured in different ways. For example, while need satisfaction may mediate the 
relationships among perceptions of autonomy-supportive and controlling leadership and 
motivation as measured by the Sport Climate Questionnaire (Amorose & Anderson-Butcher 
2007), this does not necessarily support such mediation in the effects of democratic and 
autocratic leadership on motivation using the Leadership in Sport Scale. This investigation aimed 
to strengthen current theory and inform future research by testing the mediating role of basic 
psychological need satisfaction and thwarting in the relationship between Challedurai’s 
autocratic and democratic coach behaviors and athletes’ burnout experiences. Studies 
considering leadership styles and basic psychological needs typically contrast controlling versus 
autonomy-supporting interpersonal styles (Isoard-Gautheur et al. 2013; Balageur et al. 2012; 
Gonzales et al. 2016). Few studies, however, have tested the utility of Chelladurai’s autocratic 
and democratic subscales of sport leadership in the relationships between athletes’ perceptions of 
their coach and psychological need satisfaction and/or need thwarting.  These subscales were 
employed to test their utility across sport contexts and determine whether two variable sets 
(autonomy-supportive versus controlling and autocratic versus democratic) measure 
distinguishable aspects of coach leadership.  
Using Chelladurai’s conceptualization of coach leadership behaviors, current study 
addressed the observed gap in the literature by exploring how perceptions of social environments 
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and psychological dynamics may protect against or expose athletes to greater risk of burnout, as 
called for by Madigan (et al. 2019). While much of the existing literature has used opposing 
outcomes (e.g. burnout and engagement or depression and vitality) as indicators of self-
determination and well-being, this study focused solely on burnout as the psychological 
outcome. Though cross-sectional and self-reported by design, this study was intended to set 
groundwork for future research that may use more comprehensive approaches, such as 
longitudinal or mixed-methods procedures. To provide additional data to strengthen existing 
theory, the purpose of this study was to examine whether basic psychological needs mediate 
relationships between coaching behaviors and burnout in club-level American collegiate athletes. 
  
  




A convenience sample of athletes from club teams at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill (UNC-CH) were invited to participate in this study, including all club sports. 19 
athletes completed surveys from these club sport teams, including only athletes who had clearly 
identifiable coaches. The sample included 5 male and 14 female athletes from a variety of club 
sports, who were 73.68% white (n = 14), 10.52% black or African American (n = 2), 10.52% 
Asian (n = 2), and 5.26% (n = 1) more than one race. 
Procedure 
After procedures were approved by an institutional review board and UNC-CH club 
sports administrators, individual teams led by coaches were contacted by the administrator using 
multiple tactics such as team email lists, speaking at team meetings, and informal presentations 
to classes. The purpose and methods of the study were explained in these contexts and flyers 
were distributed in classrooms with the administrator’s contact information for those who were 
interested. The survey was administered through an online interface, sent via email to those who 
contacted the administrator and to team list-serves with coach approval. Participation was 
voluntary and of no consequence to their place on their respective teams. Athletes were informed 
that their responses would not be shared with their coaches, that no answers were correct or 
incorrect, and that any questions could be skipped.  
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Design and Measures 
This cross-sectional study used an observational design to collect data from a 
convenience sample of collegiate club athletes. Players from each team were invited to 
participate in the study through various recruitment techniques, each of which included a brief 
explanation of the purpose and importance of the study. A questionnaire battery was then 
administered by a computer interface, measuring all study variables of interest (coach leadership 
behaviors, need satisfaction, need thwarting, and burnout) via self-report at one time point. The 
measures used to assess the variables of interest are described in detail below. 
Demographics 
Participants self-reported their gender, primary club sport, number of years participating 
in the sport, number of years participating on the present team, ethnicity, race, and current age in 
years. Athletes also reported their perceived training load for the current season on a scale from 1 
(very low) to 5 (very high), and any current restrictions due to injury. Coach demographic 
questions indicated the coach’s age, the type of coach (student or non-student and paid or non-
paid), the number of years the coach has led the team, the team success rate, whether the coach is 
a peer, the number of coaches the athlete has played for on the current team, and the athlete’s 
leadership preference. 
Coach Leadership 
Coach leadership behaviors were measured using Chiu, Rodriguez, and Won’s adapted 
version of the Leadership Scale for Sport (Chiu et al. 2016). Chelladurai and Saleh’s 40-item 
scale was synthesized into a 25-item scale to eliminate redundancy (Chiu et al. 2016). The 
measure describes five leadership behaviors, but for this study only two were measured: the 
subscales for democratic behaviors in items six through ten and autocratic behaviors in items 
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eleven through fifteen, for a total of ten items in the final version of the scale that was used. 
Leadership qualities described were evaluated using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) based on how accurately athletes felt statements 
described their coach, such as “My coach lets his/her athletes share in decision making” 
(democratic behavior) or “My coach works relatively independent of the athletes” (autocratic 
behavior). Individual scores were calculated for each subscale by averaging responses to produce 
a within-person score ranging from 1-5 for each autocratic behavior and democratic behavior. 
Higher scores indicated more autocratic or more democratic perceptions of coach leadership 
styles. This shorter scale was found to be a more effective measurement of perceptions of 
leadership, and demonstrated internal consistency for all subscales, appropriate factor structure 
for all items, and concurrent validity (Chiu et al. 2016). The use of the LSS has been supported 
in collegiate and adult athlete populations (Chia et al. 2015; Gonzalez-Garcia et al. 2019). 
Need Satisfaction 
Need satisfaction was assessed by the Basic Need Satisfaction in Sport Scale (BNSSS), 
which uses fourteen items to measure satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 
The BNSSS is made up of four items indicating autonomy, including statements such as “In my 
sport, I get opportunities to make choices.” Five items represent competence, with statements 
like “I am skilled at my sport,” and five represent relatedness, such as “In my sport, I feel close 
to other people.” Each statement is reported using a seven-point Likert scale, anchored at 1 (not 
true at all) and 7 (very true). Responses were averaged to calculate individual scores for each 
need subscale, ranging from 1-7, and higher scores indicated greater satisfaction of psychological 
needs. This scale has demonstrated factorial validity and reliability, including discriminant 
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validity and factor loading (Ng, Lonsdale, and Hodge 2011) and has been found useful in sport 
contexts (Jowett et al. 2016). 
Need Thwarting 
The Psychological Need Thwarting Scale (PNTS) was employed, which measures need 
thwarting using three four-item subscales. Because satisfaction and thwarting of needs may 
occur within the same contexts, measuring these separately may help distinguish between 
athletes’ experiences (Bartholomew et al. 2011). In the PNTS, athletes responded to statements 
such as “I feel pushed to behave in certain ways,” “I feel inadequate because I am not given 
opportunities to fulfill my potential,” and “I feel I am rejected by those around me,” representing 
thwarting of autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs. Responses were placed on a seven-
point Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and were averaged to create 
individual scores for each need subscale, ranging from 1-7. Higher scores indicated stronger 
feelings of need thwarting. Reliability and validity of this measure have been supported, 
including internal consistency, factor structure, and invariance across gender, sport type, 
competitive experience, and competitive level (Bartholomew et al. 2011), and its use has been 
supported in athlete populations (Jowett et al. 2016). 
Athlete Burnout 
The Athlete Burnout Questionnaire is made up of three five-item subscales that measure 
the three dimensions of burnout using a five-point Likert scale anchored at 1 (almost never) to 5 
(all the time). Five items such as “I feel overly tired from my [sport] participation” measured 
emotional/physical exhaustion. Five items are used to measure reduced sense of 
accomplishment, such as “I am not achieving much in [sport].” Sport devaluation is reported 
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using five statements such as “I don’t care as much about my [sport] performance as I used to.” 
Two items were reverse scored: item 1 (“I’m accomplishing many worthwhile things in [sport]”) 
and item 14 (“I feel successful at [sport]”). Responses were averaged or summed to create scores 
for each subscale, with higher scores indicating more pronounced burnout experiences. The 
ABQ, originally validated by Raedeke and Smith (2001), has been found useful in both youth 
and college athlete populations (Jowett et al. 2016; Cremades, Wated, and Wiggins 2011) and 
has demonstrated internal consistency, test-retest reliability, and construct validity (Cresswell & 
Eklund 2005). 
Data Analysis 
Based on recommendations for 3-variable mediation analyses, a minimum of 200 
participants are suggested (Shoemann, Boulton, & Short 2017) according to the expected effect 
sizes for the current study. However, only 37 athletes completed surveys, 19 of which were fully 
completed. While it was unlikely that the results of these mediation analyses were significant due 
to the sample size, regressions were performed to explore potential mediation patterns that may 
suggest the utility of further investigation. Data were screened according to best practice 
(Tabachnick & Fidell 2012) for any outliers, missing data, and adherence to assumptions of 
multivariate analysis. Descriptive statistics were calculated for all variables, including means, 
standard deviations, and bivariate correlations among all variables, with a priori p-value of 0.05 
set for all analyses. 3-variable mediation was tested by conducting a series of hierarchical 
multiple regression analyses among perceived coach leadership behaviors, need satisfaction, 
need thwarting, and athlete burnout. The association between leadership behaviors and burnout 
variables must be meaningfully smaller when need satisfaction or need thwarting variables are 
added to the model to indicate mediation. Partial mediation is indicated by a reduced, but still 
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significant, association between leadership and burnout and full mediation by a reduced and non-
significant association (Baron & Kenny 1986). 
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 Chapter 4 
Results 
Preliminary Data Screening 
Preliminary screening of data was performed according to best statistical practice and 
showed no obvious violations to assumptions of multivariate analysis. 36 individuals completed 
some portion of the online questionnaire. Of these, 17 did not complete the psychometric 
measures, and thus were excluded in the study analyses, leaving a sample of 19 for full data 
analyses. No psychometric data was missing from this final sample (N = 19). All values fell 
within ±3.29 standard deviations of the mean, indicating no significant outliers in the data set.  
Descriptive Statistics 
Descriptive statistics appear in Table 1 and represent the means, standard deviations, and 
bivariate correlations among all psychometric variables, with an a priori p-value of 0.05 set for 
statistical significance for all analyses. Participants reported moderate perceptions of both 
democratic and autocratic leadership styles, with means of 3.41 and 2.38 out of 5, respectively. 
Need satisfaction measures indicated lower perceptions of satisfaction of autonomy than 
competence or relatedness. Overall, participants reported high need satisfaction compared to the 
scales presented (means of 5.51, 4.26, and 6.37 on a 1-7 Likert scale for competence, autonomy, 
and relatedness, respectively). Conversely, participants reported low to moderate levels of need 
thwarting (means of 2.63, 3.08, and 2.14). The degree to which need thwarting was perceived 
was more widely distributed among participants than need satisfaction, indicated by higher 
standard deviations (SD = 1.38, 1.38 and 1.13 for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
thwarting). Regarding bivariate correlations among study variables, perceptions of autocratic 
leadership were not significantly associated with need satisfaction, but were significantly 
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positively associated with thwarting of autonomy and competence. Perceptions of democratic 
leadership were significantly positively associated with only satisfaction of the need for 
autonomy, and significantly negatively associated with thwarting of all three needs. Autocratic 
leadership demonstrated significant positive association with all burnout dimensions, and 
democratic leadership demonstrated significant negative association with all burnout dimensions. 
Only autonomy satisfaction was significantly negatively associated with burnout dimensions, 
while autonomy and competence thwarting were significantly positively associated with burnout 
dimensions. Thwarting of relatedness was only significantly associated with devaluation, but not 
with exhaustion or reduced accomplishment. 
Mediation Analyses 
A series of multiple regression analyses were performed to test psychological needs as 
potential mediators of the relationships among coach leadership variables and athlete burnout 
dimensions. While full 3-variable mediation could not be determined due to the sample size, 
which was smaller than the minimum of 200 participants suggested for expected effect sizes for 
the current study (Shoemann, Boulton, & Short 2017), regressions were performed to explore 
patterns that may suggest the potential of further investigation of mediation. Due to differences 
in the Likert scales used to measure psychometric variables, the standardized Beta coefficient 
was used to compare the relative magnitude of coefficients in terms of their prediction of burnout 
dimensions.  
Regressions were performed to test bivariate relationships required for mediation 
analyses: first, leadership variables predicting burnout dimensions; second, leadership variables 
predicting need satisfaction and thwarting variables; third, psychological need variables 
predicting burnout dimensions. Finally, 3-variable regressions were performed to test the 
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potential mediation of psychological needs in relationships in which leadership variables 
significantly predicted burnout variables. Four regression models are displayed in Tables 2-4. 
The first three models, evaluating bivariate relationships, required significant prediction of 
dependent variables by independent variables to be included in following models. Autocratic 
leadership positively and significantly predicted all burnout dimensions, and democratic 
leadership negatively and significantly predicted all burnout dimensions (Table 2). Psychological 
need satisfaction was not significantly predicted by autocratic leadership, while autonomy 
thwarting and competence thwarting were significantly positively predicted (Table 2). Only 
autonomy satisfaction was significantly positively predicted by democratic leadership, while all 
need thwarting variables were significantly negatively predicted (Table 2). Needs variables 
predicted by leadership variables were significant predictors of all burnout dimensions, except 
relatedness thwarting, which only significantly positively predicted devaluation (Table 3).  
In order for mediation to occur, prediction of burnout by the leadership variable must 
become insignificant once psychological needs variables are added into the model; the 
significant prediction of burnout dimensions by autocratic leadership (Table 2) became 
insignificant when need thwarting variables were added as independent variables (Table 4), 
indicating full mediation. Prediction of devaluation by autocratic leadership was reduced, but 
still significant when relatedness thwarting was added, suggesting partial mediation (Table 4). 
The significant prediction of burnout by democratic leadership (Table 2) became smaller, but 
still significant, when need thwarting variables were added as independent variables (Table 4). 
Decreased, but still significant standardized Beta coefficients indicate partial mediation.  
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Tables 
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics (N = 19) 
 AUTO DEMO AUTON COMP REL TAUTON TCOMP TREL EXH DEV RA 
AUTO 1           
DEMO -0.60** 1          
AUTON -0.31 0.63** 1         
COMP 0.17 0.00 0.21 1        
REL 0.33 -0.05 -0.18 -0.05 1       
TAUTON 0.79** -0.61** -0.39 -0.02 0.34 1      
TCOMP 0.54* -0.59** -0.72** -0.21 0.28 0.37 1     
TREL 0.35 -0.61** -0.51* 0.14 -0.32 0.31 0.60** 1    
EXH 0.55* -0.67** -0.56* -0.07 0.29 0.50* 0.59** 0.30 1   
DEV 0.65** -0.76** -0.74** 0.07 0.18 0.59** 0.80** 0.60** 0.68** 1  
RA 0.57* -0.66** -0.52* -0.00 0.42 0.58* 0.54* 0.24 0.54* 0.64** 1 
            
M 2.38 3.41 4.26 5.51 6.37 3.08 2.63 2.14 2.49 2.22 2.89 



























1-5 1-5 1-7 1-7 1-7 1-7 1-7 1-7 1-5 1-5 1-5 
Notes. *p < .05, **p < .01, correlations appear below the diagonal; AUTO = Autocratic Coach Leadership, DEMO = Democratic 
Coach Leadership, AUTON = Autonomy Satisfaction, COMP = Competence Satisfaction, REL = Relatedness Satisfaction, 
TAUTON = Autonomy Thwarting, TCOMP = Competence Thwarting, TREL = Relatedness Thwarting, EXH = Mental and 
Physical Exhaustion, DEV = Devaluation of Sport, RA = Reduced Sense of Accomplishment. 
 
Table 2. Leadership Styles as Predictors of Burnout Variables and Psychological Needs Variables 
 EXH DEV RA AUTON COMP REL TAUTON TCOMP TREL 
Predictor          
AUTO 0.55* 0.65** 0.57* -0.31 0.17 0.33 0.79** 0.54* 0.35 
DEMO -0.67** -0.76** -0.66** 0.63** 0.00 -0.05 -0.61** -0.59** -0.61** 
Notes. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01; Standardized Beta Coefficients provided; AUTO = Autocratic Coach Leadership, DEMO = 
Democratic Coach Leadership, AUTON = Autonomy Satisfaction, COMP = Competence Satisfaction, REL = Relatedness 
Satisfaction, TAUTON = Autonomy Thwarting, TCOMP = Competence Thwarting, TREL = Relatedness Thwarting, EXH = 
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Table 3. Psychological Need Variables as Predictors of Burnout Variables 
 EXH DEV RA 
Predictor    
AUTON -0.56* -0.74** -0.52* 
TAUTON 0.50* 0.56** 0.58* 
TCOMP 0.59** 0.80** 0.54* 
TREL 0.30 0.60** 0.24 
    
Notes. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01; Standardized Beta Coefficients provided; AUTON = Autonomy Satisfaction, TAUTON = 
Autonomy Thwarting, TCOMP = Competence Thwarting, TREL = Relatedness Thwarting, EXH = Mental and Physical 
Exhaustion, DEV = Devaluation of Sport, RA = Reduced Sense of Accomplishment. 
 
Table 4. Psychological Need Mediation of the Leadership-Burnout Relationships 
  AUTO   DEMO  
Dependent Variable EXH DEV RA EXH DEV RA 
Predictor       
Leadership Only 0.55* 0.65** 0.57* -0.67** -0.76** -0.66** 
AUTON    -0.52* -0.49* -0.55* 
TAUTON 0.41 0.49 0.31 -0.58* -0.64** -0.49* 
TCOMP 0.32 0.31 0.39 -0.49* -0.45** -0.52* 
TREL  0.50*   -0.63**  
Notes. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01; Standardized Beta Coefficients provided; AUTO = Autocratic Coach Leadership, DEMO = 
Democratic Coach Leadership, AUTON = Autonomy Satisfaction, TAUTON = Autonomy Thwarting, TCOMP = Competence 
Thwarting, TREL = Relatedness Thwarting, EXH = Mental and Physical Exhaustion, DEV = Devaluation of Sport, RA = 
Reduced Sense of Accomplishment.  
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 Chapter 5 
Discussion 
The current study examined the bivariate associations among coach leadership behaviors, 
psychological need satisfaction and thwarting variables, and athlete burnout, and explored 
potential mediation of these relationships by psychological needs variables. Study hypotheses 
were partially supported, and mediation was supported as a potential explanation of relationships 
among variables. Specific results are discussed below. 
Regarding associations among coach leadership behaviors and the satisfaction and 
thwarting of needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (RQ 1), study hypotheses 
predicting that athlete perceptions of coach leadership styles would be significantly associated 
with the satisfaction and thwarting of psychological needs were partially supported. Contrary to 
hypotheses, perceptions of autocratic leadership were not significantly related to need 
satisfaction or thwarting of relatedness, but in support of hypotheses, were significantly and 
positively associated with thwarting of the needs for autonomy and competence. It is likely that 
the controlling characteristics of autocratic leadership (Chiu, Rodrigues, and Won 2016) lend 
toward feelings of active or purposeful frustration of needs in athletes, thus associating more 
strongly with need thwarting than need satisfaction. As previous literature has observed, athlete 
perceptions of democratic leadership demonstrated significant and positive association with 
satisfaction of the need for autonomy (Hollembeak and Amorose 2005), and significant negative 
association with thwarting of all three needs. Stronger associations between perceptions of 
leadership and needs for autonomy and competence, compared to needs for relatedness, align 
with previous studies that have found controlling leadership styles to be negatively associated 
with the satisfaction of these two needs, and autonomy-supportive styles to be positively 
associated (Hollembeak and Amorose 2005, Sari 2012), with autonomy most strongly predicted 
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by leadership behaviors even when all three needs are significantly predicted (Amorose and 
Anderson-Butcher 2007). Considering the prediction of needs variables by coach behaviors in 
total, the stronger prediction of need thwarting than satisfaction demonstrates the usefulness of 
including both needs measures, as well as the influence of leadership on need frustration. 
Athletes generally perceived that their coach’s behavior was more democratic (Mean = 
3.41, SD = 0.85) than autocratic (Mean = 2.38, SD = 0.81). Survey questions preceding 
psychometric measures indicate that participants either did not know what style of leadership 
they preferred (n = 12), or preferred authoritarian leadership, described in this way: “Coach 
primarily makes decisions with little/minimal athlete input” (n = 7). It does not seem that athletes 
hold strong or informed preferences about coach leadership, nor does it seem that they are 
largely affected by dissonance or congruence between how their perceptions of their coach’s 
behaviors and the leadership style they would prefer. Chia, Pyun, and Kwon (2015) found that 
athletes’ perceptions of coach leadership were more influential in their sense of satisfaction in 
their sport than their preferences regarding leadership. Thus, the dissonance between athletes’ 
preferences and perceptions may not be critical to understanding how perceptions of coach 
leadership are related to psychological outcomes. Though further investigation of the relationship 
between perceptions and preferences may be valuable for clarity in future studies, it can be 
assumed that psychological outcomes of athletes in the current study were more influenced by 
their perceptions than their preferences regarding coach leadership behaviors. 
Study hypotheses regarding coach leadership-burnout associations were fully supported 
(RQ 2); perceptions of autocratic leadership were significantly positively associated with burnout 
scores and perceptions of democratic leadership were significantly negatively associated with 
burnout. Democratic leadership showed stronger associations with each burnout dimension than 
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autocratic leadership, and both leadership variables most strongly associated with devaluation of 
the sport. These findings agree with the results of previous studies, which have found that more 
autonomy-supportive coach behaviors are predictive of need satisfaction, which predicts lower 
burnout scores, while more controlling behaviors are predictive of higher need thwarting, and 
consequently higher burnout scores (Balaguer et al. 2012). While devaluation was the lowest 
reported burnout variable, it was more strongly associated with democratic behavior than other 
burnout dimensions, diverting from previous studies that have found exhaustion (Isoard-
Gautheur et al. 2012) and reduced accomplishment (McGee and DeFreese 2019) to be more 
significantly predicted by coach-athlete interactions characterized by closeness, commitment, 
complementarity and autonomy support. While the coach-athlete relationship is a different 
construct than coach leadership, as the coach-athlete relationship refers more specifically to the 
individual interpersonal relationship, both measure athletes’ perceptions of the coach; thus, it 
may be expected that similar associations would be observed in the present study. Potential 
explanations of this correlation include the possibility that items indicating democratic leadership 
are more representative of the athlete’s involvement in the sport than their relationship to the 
coach as an individual, such as “My coach asks for the opinions of athletes on strategies for 
specific competitions,” and “My coach lets the athletes try their own way, even if they make 
mistakes,” resulting in more significant prediction of athletes’ feelings of caring about their 
sport. These findings are generally consistent with self-determination theory, which frames the 
overall study, in that environmental factors predict need satisfaction and consequently, burnout. 
In line with previous research that has found need satisfaction to result in positive 
outcomes like the pursuit of growth and a sense of meaningfulness and self-esteem (Amorose, 
Anderson-Butcher and Cooper 2009), associations among psychological needs variables and 
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burnout variables partially supported study hypotheses (RQ 3). Satisfaction of the need for 
autonomy was significantly negatively associated with all burnout dimensions. Satisfaction of 
competence and relatedness, however, did not significantly associate with burnout. Thwarting of 
each need showed significant positive association with at least one burnout dimension. 
Associations found in the present study are in line with previous literature, which suggests need 
thwarting should be positively associated with burnout, and need satisfaction negatively 
associated (Gonzales et al. 2016, Balaguer et al. 2012): autonomy and competence thwarting 
were positively associated with all burnout dimensions, and relatedness thwarting was 
significantly positively associated with devaluation. Of the need satisfaction and thwarting 
variables that were significantly associated with burnout dimensions, devaluation of the sport 
demonstrated stronger associations than exhaustion or reduced sense of accomplishment. Self-
determination literature demonstrates that motivation low in self-determination results in 
negative psychological outcomes like burnout, due to the motivational signature of burnout 
(Cresswell & Eklund 2005, Li et al. 2013). Changes in motivational quality, which varies with 
environmental factors like psychological need satisfaction and thwarting, are reliable predictors 
of burnout in athletes over time; more self-determined motivation is predictive of lower burnout 
scores (Lemyre et al. 2006). For this reason, it may be necessary to measure self-determined 
motivation to fully understand the associations between psychological needs and burnout. We 
recommend that future studies include a measure of motivational quality according to Self 
Determination Theory for more thorough evaluation of the needs-burnout relationship. 
Additionally, as associations between motivational quality and burnout vary over time (Lemyre 
et al. 2006), associations between need satisfaction and thwarting and burnout may develop over 
time and require longitudinal investigation to discover. 
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Finally, mediation of relationships among coach leadership styles and burnout could not 
be best evaluated due to the sample size, but some significant relationships merit discussion, 
which partially support study hypotheses (RQ 4). To some degree, these relationships may be 
especially notable do the power issues of the current sample relative to this specific analytic 
procedure. Coach leadership behaviors predicted psychological needs variables and burnout 
variables in parallel to the bivariate associations observed, as is true for the prediction of burnout 
dimensions by psychological needs variables. Regarding 3-variable regressions, psychological 
needs variables fully mediated all included leadership-burnout relationships, except the 
autocratic leadership-devaluation relationship, which was partially mediated. Psychological 
needs partially mediated all included democratic leadership-burnout relationships. It is possible 
that need thwarting mediated autocratic leadership prediction of burnout more so than 
democratic leadership prediction of burnout due to the positive, predictive association between 
perceptions of autocratic leadership and perceptions of need thwarting; the effects of autocratic 
leadership behaviors may predict burnout through the thwarting of psychological needs. While 
these results cannot be generalized to other populations due to the sample size, the full and 
partial mediation indicated by these regressions contributes to previous suggestions that 
mediation may be the best explanation of relationships among leadership, psychological needs, 
and burnout (Balaguer et al. 2012). Need satisfaction and motivational types have partially 
mediated the coach behavior-athlete burnout relationship (Isoard et al. 2012), as well as other 
relationships between athlete perceptions of coaches and motivational outcomes (Amorose and 
Anderson-Butcher 2007), which supports the potential for mediation as a useful explanation of 
presently discussed relationships. In a small sample, significant associations may not be 
expected. The full and partial mediation of leadership-burnout relationships, then, may be 
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especially noteworthy. In light of previously observed mediation, the current findings strengthen 
the theoretical connection between psychological needs and motivational outcomes, and the 
centrality of psychological needs in the self-determination theory framework (Deci & Ryan 
2000, 2000a). Considering the potential mediating role of psychological needs, need satisfaction 
and thwarting may be useful variables to include in future investigations of environmental forces 
and psychological or motivational outcomes like athlete burnout. 
Cumulatively, the findings of this study support the association between athlete 
perceptions of coach leadership behaviors and burnout, as well as between athlete perceptions of 
coach leadership and psychological need satisfaction and thwarting. Within the self-
determination theory framework, need satisfaction and thwarting are predictive of athletes’ 
growth and well-being through their determination of motivational quality (Ryan & Deci 2000; 
Cresswell & Eklund 2005; Gunnell et al. 2013; Bartholomew et al. 2011). On this basis, the 
relationships among leadership behaviors and psychological needs variables suggests that coach 
behaviors are influential factors in athletes’ well-being through self-determination. The findings 
suggest that coaches’ leadership styles influence athletes’ perceptions of psychological well-
being, implicating that coaches should consider how their leadership behaviors affect members 
of their team. Specifically, coaches should avoid primarily leading with autocratic behaviors, 
which do not involve athletes in decision-making but instead emphasize the coach’s personal 
authority, and employ democratic, or autonomy-supportive, behaviors, which allow greater 
participation by athletes in decisions pertaining to the goals and strategies of the team (Chiu, 
Rodrigues, and Won 2016; Mageau & Vallerand 2003).  
In addition to supporting the salience of coach leadership in athletes’ well-being and 
burnout propensity, the results strengthen the theoretical connection between coach leadership, 
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psychological needs, and athlete burnout (Hollembeak & Amorose 2005; Amorose & Anderson-
Butcher 2007; Isoard-Gautheur et al. 2012). Full and partial mediation of the coach leadership-
burnout relationship by psychological needs in this study suggest that further exploration of the 
potential mediating role of psychological needs and motivation in these relationships using 
Chelladurai’s LSS would be a valuable contribution to extant literature. Importantly, there may 
be unique benefit in examining these theoretically informed mediational relationships over time. 
Despite significant findings, the current study was limited by methodology and sampling, which 
merit discussion to guide future research. 
The sample size for the present study limits not only the ability to draw conclusions from 
the data and generalize findings, but to observe significant relationships among variables. This 
limitation may account for any unexpected associations or lack of significant prediction between 
sets of variables. Other limitations of the sample include the racial homogeneity and the 
convenience method of sampling, restricting the populations to which the findings may be 
applicable. Additionally, it is possible that club athletes who continue to participate in their 
sports may be unlikely to experience significant levels of burnout, as burnout is closely linked to 
dropout (Schmidt & Stein 1991). Thus, athletes who continue to participate in their club sport are 
less likely to continue if they experience burnout, because they are not externally regulated by 
scholarship or contractual obligations in the same way that varsity athletes are. This study was 
cross-sectional in design, which fails to account for the dynamic nature of burnout as a 
multidimensional experiential syndrome. As psychological needs relate to burnout through 
variation in motivational quality, it may be expected that burnout and needs perceptions would 
change over time, as has been observed in motivation-burnout relationships (Lonsdale & Hodge 
2011). Additionally, as athletes’ perceptions of leadership behaviors may change over time, and 
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potentially as coach behaviors themselves may vary with time, the satisfaction and thwarting of 
athletes’ psychological needs and burnout experiences may also change with time. These 
limitations may be addressed in future studies, as significant findings in this cross-sectional 
analysis suggest the utility of investing in longer, more comprehensive investigations. 
Another significant limitation of this study was the difference between measuring athlete 
perceptions of coach leadership and individual experiences of need satisfaction and burnout. 
Coach behaviors reference the whole sport experience, as a coach interacts with the entire team, 
whereas satisfaction or thwarting of psychological needs are affected by external circumstances 
but are innately individual, personal experiences rather than group experiences. Thus, the two 
variables are not completely comparable because they regard the sport experience from different 
perspectives. Additionally, the Chelladurai leadership framework may limit the present study due 
to its focus on the need for autonomy through the autocratic and democratic construction. Other 
leadership constructs may be helpful in understanding how leadership influences satisfaction and 
thwarting of competence and relatedness. Inclusion of all leadership variables from the 
Leadership in Sport Scale may be useful in future studies, to measure different aspects of coach 
leadership. It may also be worthwhile to consider other leadership frameworks that regard 
aspects of coach behaviors other than decision-making, such as the coach-athlete relationship 
(Mageau & Vallerand 2003), which is more specific to individual interactions with the coach and 
may enhance comparability between coach behaviors and psychological needs. Overall, the 
methodology and sample of the current study limit the degree to which findings contribute to 
existing theory and suggest practical implications in the sport context. However, we suggest that 
future research using more comprehensive methods and larger samples can build upon these 
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preliminary and exploratory findings to contribute meaningfully to the existing understanding of 
athlete burnout and coach leadership through self-determination theory. 
Replication of the present study may result in useful contribution to self-determination 
perspectives of burnout propensity in regards to coach leadership. This would require larger 
samples; based on recommendations for 3-variable mediation analyses, a minimum of 200 
participants are suggested (Shoemann, Boulton, & Short 2017) according to the expected effect 
sizes for such a study. Additionally, efforts may be made to gather a more diverse sample by 
recruiting in various university departments or various universities, as well as ensuring that 
recruiters speak in-person at meetings for every sport offered by included universities. Self-
report bias is also a concern due to the online survey method, though the study was primarily 
concerned with athletes’ perceptions. Concern for social consequences within teams may 
influence results as well, despite informing participants that they would not be identified with 
their responses. 
Regarding the study design, a few areas of development are recommended for future 
research. First, a longitudinal design may be useful to follow variation in all variables over time, 
and may enable greater understanding of directionality of relationships by observing the 
chronological order and direction in which study variables change. At the level of the survey, 
incompletion resulted in the loss of nearly fifty percent of participants in the current study (N = 
17). Therefore, if possible, it is suggested that questionnaires be no longer than twenty minutes, 
with an ideal length of ten minutes predicted for completion (Revilla & Ochoa 2017). Perhaps 
most importantly, we recommend that motivational measures be included in future studies to 
evaluate self-determination. Because previous literature suggests that both motivational types 
(i.e. the degree of self-determination) and psychological need satisfaction act in relationships 
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among athletes’ perceptions of coach leadership and burnout (DeFreese & Eklund 2018; Isoard-
Gautheur 2013), including measures of motivational quality may enable more robust insight into 
the role of self-determination theory’s basic psychological needs in coach leadership-burnout 
relationships. 
In summary, the present study contributes to extant theory of the role of self-
determination theory’s basic psychological needs in relationships among coach leadership and 
athlete burnout. Findings agree with previous literature, supporting prediction of need 
satisfaction and thwarting and burnout by athlete perceptions of coach leadership behaviors. 
Finally, the current study suggests potential mediation of coach leadership-athlete burnout 
relationships by psychological needs and strengthens knowledge of the influential role of 
environmental factors such as coach behaviors in the well-being of collegiate athletes. 
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